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Security in shipping

DECK 

Following September 11th, the authorities will be making a much closer watch on ship movements. Barry Parker reports from New York 
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Caption: Freely available on the web: there’s a vessel with Uranium Hexafluoride onboard in the Port of New Orleans

BOX TEXT

Barry Parker connects owners, brokers and others together. He can be contacted on bdp1@conconnect.com 

BODY

On American news media in the week following Tuesday September 11, adventure novelist Tom Clancy joined the usual entourage of terrorism experts, ex military men and other talking heads in a tacit acknowledgement that what would have been a wild screenplay on September 10 was now in the realm of possibility. 

Fantasy has turned to fact. After that horrific Tuesday, port state control (PSC) in the United States and the rest of the industrialized world will never be the same. 

Instantly, U.S. Coast Guard inspections of vessels have now become an integral part of port security, with the aim of protecting vital infrastructures. The United States, a leader in the PSC role of identification and detention of substandard vessels, has now been thrust into the lead in protecting some 360 U.S. ports and 95,000 miles of shorelines.  It is quickly taking the lead in the new PSC role of security.

SUBHEAD

Ships as weapons

The spectre of ships as weapons was highlighted most dramatically by the Coast Guard in Boston, which prevented at least two LNG tankers from discharging at a terminal located in close proximity to Boston’s populous North Shore. 

Indeed, the Coast Guard website described its port protection activities as rivalling those of World War II. No doubt, watch keepers in other industrialized ports are looking closely. 

A recent press release from ship monitoring equipment manufacturer Denbridge Digital  (http://www.denbridgedigital.com), trumpeting a recent traffic management contract with a UK port describes the world’s new watch keeping mantra succinctly: 

“With the increased emphasis on security for coastlines, ports, bridges, and other critical installations, surveillance systems employing this technology are expected to see a significant surge in demand. “

SUBHEAD

Notifying the coast guard

An integral part of the new U.S. security programme is a lengthened and more extensive requirement for notifying the Coast Guard of vessel arrivals. Significantly, a National Vessel Movements Centre (http://www.nvmc.uscg.gov) was established in land-locked West Virginia, and began managing the new information flow, on ship movements, cargoes, and crew information, on October 15, 2001. 

This centralised approach, jumpstarted under emergency legislation, is more pro-active than those seen in railroad and trucking industries where trade associations are advising their members on hiring practices and transport of dangerous cargo. 

Sharing of information across multiple databases is central to the mandate given to all U.S. government and law enforcement agencies. Advocates of extreme privacy best not be sending vessels to U.S. ports.

Initially, the Coast Guard’s NVMC effort is low tech, accepting notifications by either phone, fax or e-mail. However, I am expecting that the boys in Washington will be soliciting proposals for a more automated facility, tied to vessel tracking utilities and to other databases (for example - COFRs and ISM certificates), will be appearing in The Federal Register or Commerce Business Daily- where the U.S. Government is required to publish all procurement opportunities. 

In the U.S., where laws impel information sharing, the Coast Guard has been at the forefront providing data on web accessible format through its PSIX (Port State Information Exchange) database, where detailed information regarding inspections can be found. 

Other port states make such data available to authorized recipients through what Equasis euphemistically refers to as “private vetting schemes”. The Qualship 21 Program, aimed at identifying foreign flag vessels for inspection, draws upon data on casualties, vessel detentions, flag experience and type of cargo. Private citizens are up in arms about politically incorrect “profiling” but ships don’t vote. 

SUBHEAD

Ship movement data

Ship movement data is harder to source than ship description data, but is increasingly available as net technology brings more transparency. Web site “www.ship-search.com”, which purports to match vessels against suitable cargoes, announced a tie up with Purplefinder, a provider of web based vessel tracking displays. 

Maritime Data  ( http://www.maritimedata.com) utilizes powerful scripts that extract ship arrival information from numerous port websites, resulting in positions and descriptions side by side. Of course, just because a ship is physically located in a port does not mean she is available for charter there, but for maritime info-maniacs, more is better than less. 

Tanker movements (ie arrivals, departures, and in berth) divined from port websites are better than none at all, but are still erratic, inconsistent and incomplete at best. In a quick look for tankers around the web, the Port of Houston  http://www.portofhouston.com) posts a daily report of ships in port, and expected arrivals, but at public terminals only. 

The Port of Lake Charles (http://www.portlc.com) offered a pdf download of future ship arrivals, including LNG carriers of the type diverted from Boston calling at a private berth. 

The Port of New Orleans (http://www.portno.com) berthing info shows little of the tanker and barge traffic that can be glimpsed on the webcams highlighting vessels moving up and down the Mississippi River. Of more interest was a ship listed, with terminal, on recent Nola “Vessels in Port” page, detailing the loading of 2227 tons of uranium hexafloride in cylinders. 

Those Denbridge sales reps should get on the next flight down to the Big Easy to sell their radar compression systems (think of a combination of radar and close circuit TV) to the berths where spent reactor fuel is loaded.

Revelations regarding positions and cargos vary widely among owner’s sites. Breskens, NL based Vroon (http://www.vroon.nl) offer freely available real time positions of chemical tankers on its site, using Purplefinder. 

Cargo information can be inferred by someone with a good knowledge of trade flows and access to fixture lists. Heidmar (http://www.heidmar.com) and Eletson (http://www.eletson.com) offer Purplefinder positions in a shipment management database available to customers only. 

Seabulk International posts tabular tanker schedules made freely available on http://www.ostc-schedules.com. Stolt, a leader in worldwide parcel trades, describes major routes on http://www.sntg.com, without offering specifics on individual vessels. Shippers can trace actual cargo through a built in link to Stolt’s Optimum Logistics database. 

On the U.S. inland waterways, where petroleum products and petrochemicals are staple movers, both Ingram Barge (http://www.ingrambarge.com) and Ohio River Company (http://www.riverbarges.com) freely show boat positions, but protect actual shipment info behind a password gate. 

SUBHEAD
An unusual request 

All this contemplation of tracking and displaying tanker positions was part of getting back to work. Politicians, shrinks and pundits all agree that a return to “normalcy” is the best salve for a battered psyche. 

Yet, on normal workdays in early October, I personally fielded a request from someone with an unrecognisable name who claimed to be a shipbroker (from a port where there are no brokers) hoping to learn if a particular tanker was discharging in New York. 

Around the same time, a U.S. Gulf based maritime photographer friend with a helicopter told me about requests from a different mystery man, inquiring re the movements of oil and products tankers around and about the Gulf.

For once, after many years of ranting and raving about backward and low tech the maritime business was, I was actually glad that our industry had a veil of secrecy, and that human gatekeepers were still required to dispense more than superficial information on ship movements, or to create a bridge between information sources.

Consider that Qualship 21’s detailed matrix (going so far as to assign “points” to individual vessels) happily allows for judgment calls by local port captains. 

When I suggested to my heavily accented tanker-seeking “broker” friend that he consult the market report of MJLF to see if the LR1 vessel had been reported fixed to USNH, the silence and grumbling indicated cluelessness as to my antiquated telex talk. 

After comparing notes with my high flying photographer friend, I learned that he had referred his caller to the local maritime exchange (where membership and a legitimate role in port commerce are required to access information), just before he got on the phone to call the Feds.    

